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Abstract 
This work moves from a reflection on the concept of microhistory according to several significant historians (Carlo Ginzburg, 
Giovanni Levi, István Szijártó, Otto Ulbricht …) and puts a question about the status of historicity of “little” (in a macrohistorical 
sense) subjects like individuals or marginal people groups: “does lack of representativeness also mean lack of historicity?” It attempts 
to answer the question by using a Robert Musil’s short story as a literary example of microhistory about an ethnic minority in 
Trentino at the beginning of the 20th century. In 1921 the famous Austrian writer (1880-1942) revises observations he had made in 
the Fersina Valley during the First World War and publishes Grigia, a short story set in this unknown valley of Trentino, an alpine 
region in the Northern Italy (at that time part of the Habsburg Monarchy), where the ancient German population of Mócheni has been 
living since the Middle Ages. Through the point of view of the Austrian author we are able to get, between ethnography and 
literature, “microhistorical” pictures of a minority people whose historical status was completely ignored or denied in the past. With 
the assistance of Musil’s work the text suggests that also cultural and social marginal subjects and events can get a historical 
“dignity” valuable in itself. 
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1. For a microhistorical approach 
The local is interesting precisely because it offers a locus for observing relations.  
(David Warren Sabean) 
This historical study avails itself of documents Furet would define a hapax1, that is a kind of anomaly, an ensemble of 
single fragments apparently useless for the elaboration of a serial historiography and sometimes hard to compare. 
Ginzburg solves the possible impasse by asserting this hapax doesn’t really exist, as “any document, even the most 
anomalous, can be inserted into a series; but not only that: it can, if properly analyzed, shed light on a still-broader 
documentary series”!2 As a matter of fact the unique document, the “exceptional typical” (Edoardo Grendi) can 
generate further conjectures and possibilities, can give clues to discover new pieces of information. 
The topic of this inquiry could certainly be reduced to a particular example of “case study” to the extent that “a case 
study analyzes one problem … in one place …, mostly with only one kind of source (or not many)”3. Especially as the 
matter has both features of a literary one and of a “microhistorical” one, if one wants to identify “microhistory” tout 
court with “local history”.4  
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1 Furet, F. (1973). L’histoire et ‘l’homme sauvage’. In J. Le Goff, & F. Furet (Eds.), Mélanges en l’honneur de Fernand Braudel. II. Méthodologie de 
l’histoire et des sciences humaines (p. 230). Toulouse: Private. 
2 Ginzburg, C. (2011). Microhistory. Two or Three Things That I Know about It. In C. Ginzburg, A. Tedeschi, & J. Tedeschi (Eds.), Threads and 
Traces: True False Fictive (p. 202). Berkeley: University of California Press. 
3 Ulbricht, O. (2009). Mikrogeschichte. Menschen und Konflikte in der Frühen Neuzeit (p. 32, n. 18). Frankfurt-New York: Campus Verlag („eine 
Fallstudie untersucht ein Problem … an einem Ort …, meist mit nur einer Quellenart (oder wenigen)”, my translation). 
4 González y González, L. (1968). Pueblo en vilo: Microhistoria de san José de Gracia. Mexico: El Colegio de Mexico.  
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But the Mexican historian González y González pointed out as well that subject of a microhistorical point of view is 
surely the “small” “compressed in time and space”5, but just the “typical”6 small, as “the minute dimensions are 
redeemed by its representative characteristics”.7 Or rather, to say it with George R. Stewart, the detail can be so 
representative that it becomes “the climax of the climax, the central moment of our history”8 and, “as such, part of 
universal history”.9 
 
Nevertheless, if one sees the microhistorical analysis not like inquiry about the “small” on a small scale (where small 
identifies itself herein with the minority people of Mócheni, their history and culture and with the little valley where 
they dwell), but rather like a change of perspective, then it becomes “an enlargement of the scale and so a reduction in 
the research scope” 10, wich enables the survey of the sources and their combination. 
As a matter of fact the research subject is not precisely the place of the research11 and the “microhistory cannot be 
defined in relation to the micro-dimension of its subject-matter itself”;12 in other words microhistory is not only either 
“local history” or “the study of a small object in itself”.13 
 
On the other hand, since “micro and macro-levels are not analitically separable”14, a lot of macrophenomena can be – as 
the sociologists know - ascribed to the micro-level of the intra-social relations, to the micro-processes beginning among 
persons and groups of people in the various fields of existence. In itself “microhistory is distinguished – as everyone 
knows - by the careful look at the small social units”15, that is at the single “experiences of ordinary people”16 and not. 
For “the smallest unit of observation is the single human being“.17 
 
Of course, microhistory is not defined at all as the historiography of the “micro-level”! It’s good not to confuse both 
concepts, the first based on sociology, the second on the historiographical tradition of the last forty years. “Microhistory 
is macrohistory”18, microhistory and macrohistory don’t collide because microhistory’s task is to ask general questions 
at any level of the social construction. 
Indeed , as previously mentioned, “micro historians try to study the relationships between (groups of) people in 
different fields of life through a big and therefore more exact scale, with a lower possibility of error and without 
deductionism”19; so much so that the microhistorical analysis can be understood as a form of “general history”,20 a way 
of observing people (“Betrachtungsweise”) “regardless of their social status”21 in order to come to generalizations in the 
historical theory. 
 
For scholars of microhistory, seemingly meaningless experiences in the life of a person can also be a good starting point 
for their search. If the context is considered from the point of view of an individual (“le cas limite”/ the ”borderline 
case” of Giovanni Levi), “especially the margins of the social field within which these cases are possible are 
enlightened”.22 The particular attention to persons or groups of people as singular sources of an epoch postulates the 
belief that often “the margins of a society have to say much more about it than its centre”.23  
 
The “thick narration” of Robert Musil puts his personal “mystic”-real experience into a specific historical, cultural and 
geographic context: into a remote valley among the mountains of a marginal province of the Habsburg Monarchy, the 
Trentino region, during the First World War, in contact with the mentality and costumes of a minority group. 
In this regard, we have not to forget that a microhistorical-oriented narration has among other features two 
characteristics: “it can convey the lived experience to readers directly on the micro-level of everyday life” and “it makes 
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5 Ginzburg, C. (2011) p. 194. 
6 González y González, L. (1968) p. 2. („La pequeñez, pero la pequeñez tipica“).  
7 Ginzburg, C. (2011) p. 194. 
8 Stewart, G. R. (1959). Pickett’s Charge: A Microhistory of the Final Attack on Gettysburg, July 3, 1863 (p. IX). Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 
9 Ginzburg, C. (2011) p. 194. 
10 Ulbricht, O. (2011) p. 33 („eine Vergrößerung des Maßstabes und damit Verkleinerung des Untersuchungsbereichs ”, my translation). 
11 Geertz, C. (1987). Dichte Beschreibung. In C. Geertz, Dichte Beschreibung (p. 32). Frankfurt am Main. 
12 Levi, G. (1991). On Microhistory. In P. Burke (Ed.), New Perspectives on Historical Writing (p. 93). Cambridge: Polity Press . 
13 Ulbricht, O. (2011) p. 33 (my translation). 
14 Heidenreich, M. Die Gesellschaft im Individuum. In H. Schwaetzer, & H. Henrieke Stahl-Schwaetzer,  L’homme machine? Anthropologie im 
Umbruch (p. 231). Hildesheim-Zürich-New York (my translation).  
15 Ulbricht, O. (2011) p. 30 („Mikrogeschichte zeichnet sich bekanntlich durch den genauen Blick auf kleine soziale Einheiten aus“, my translation). 
16 Stone, H. S. (2003). St. Augustine’s Bones. A Microhistory (p. X). Amherst MA: University of Massachusetts Press. 
17 Ulbricht, O. (2011) p. 30 (my translation). 
18 Ibid., p. 34.  
19 Ibid., p. 35 (my translation). 
20 Ibid. („allgemeine Geschichte“, my translation). 
21 Ibid., p. 36 (“unabhängig von der gesellschaftlichen Ebene”, my translation). 
22 Levi, G. (1989). Les usages de la biographie. Annales, 6, 1331 („en décrivant les cas limites, ce sont précisément les marges du champ social à 
l’intérieur duquel ces cas sont possible qui sont mises en lumière”, my translation). 
23 Ulbricht, O. (2011) p. 22, excerpt from Revel, J. (1989). L’histoire au ras du sol. In G. Levi (Ed.), Le pouvoir au village (p. XXXI).  Paris (my  
translation). 
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it possible … to step beyond the individual case and proceed towards the general.”24 With Szijártó I also think that the 
“representation of the case remains problematic” and fragmented; but “each of the contexts in which the person or 
community examined is presented forms a part of their world, showing a different aspect of it”. 
And that is just what the great Austrian writer with the short story Grigia attempts to make, perhaps unconsciously and 
as a man of letters: he composes a portrait of several people in specific contexts while re-constructing an alpine society, 
whose presence and dignity were ignored or denied at that time by the political power and by the official 
historiography.  
2. The Mòcheni people as a historic subject  
The Mòcheni or Bersntoler are a language minority who speak an Upper German variety and live in the Fersina 
Valley (Fersental in German, Bersntol in Mòcheno language), a little alpine valley in Northeastern Trentino, a region in 
Northeastern Italy, which belonged to the Habsburg Empire when Musil was living there. 
 
From the beginning of  the 13th century the Drang nach Süden25 (the push towards the South) of the medieval South-
German population induced Tyrolean farmers and German speaking settlers from other regions of the Eastern 
Trentino26, called from the local feudal lords, to settle on the steep sides of the mountain on the left of the Fersina 
torrent, in order to take care of its woody soils and establish an economy founded in particular on alpine farming.  
The heirs of the first German settlers populated the whole valley and founded four villages, Garait (Germ. Gereuth, It. 
Frassilongo), Oachlait (Germ. Eichleit, It. Roveda), Vlarotz (Germ. Florutz, It. Fierozzo) and Palai (It. Palù del 
Fersina), in which they still live nowadays. 
The Mòcheni people constitute now the third linguistic minority in Trentino, after Ladins and Cimbrians, with 2276 
inhabitants (census data 2001), and provincial and national laws put their ancient language under protection. At the 
present time a cultural-political institution (Bersntoler Kultur Institut-Istituto Culturale Mòcheno) has the task of 
promoting culture, language and history of this alpine population. 
 
The Mòcheni had ever been recognized as a people of their own. Until the second half of the 20th century they didn’t 
ever possess a historiographical tradition. As a matter of fact only when historians, anthropologists and linguists began 
in the 1980s to take interest in their customs, language and narrations the Fersina Valley and its inhabitants acquired a 
small place in the regional history. 
The term “mòchen” appears for the first time in 1821 in the official historiography thanks to a writing of don Francesco 
Tecini, vicar of Pergine, the market town at the entrance of the Valley. The clergyman explicitly records that the dialect 
“of the Mountains of Roncegno and Pergine is commonly called Mòchen”27. 
At the end of the 19th century and in the first half of the 20th century German and Italian scholars especially studied the 
toponymy of the Fersina Valley with opposite nationalistic aims: the former trying to prove the primordial 
“Germanicity” of many lands in the Trentino region (Otto Stolz, Karl Finsterwalder28, Bruno Schweiz29), the latter 
(Ernesto Lorenzi30, Berengario Gerola31) affirming the contrary, that is the genuine “Italianity” of the country. Very 
indicative of this cultural and historical perspective were Lorenzi’s words: “After having welcomed the Mòcheni people 
and after having made them Italians, there is no reason to keep misunderstood German toponyms alive.”32 
After the Second World War the works of the Anglo-German linguist Anthony R. Rowley33 and of the anthropologist 
Giuseppe Šebesta34 gave a bigger input on the language and the cultural history of the inhabitants of the Fersina Valley. 
 
In the last thirty years a lively interest has risen in the figure and work of the Austrian writer Robert Musil (1880-1942), 
particularly in his novelle Grigia, whose draft was composed during the First World War years, as he was a young 
Habsburg army officer in the 169th “Landsturm”-battalion, which was operating in the war zone of Alta Valsugana 
(Northeastern Trentino), therefore also in the Fersina Valley. Musil spent the summer of 1915 from May to the end of 
August in the Mòcheni valley, close to the Italian-Austrian war front. From Musil’s writing the inhabitants of the 
Bersntol (Fersina Valley in local dialect) have derived elements of their self-perception and self-reprentation towards 
the outside world: although the term doesn’t exist in Musil’s story (it speaks of “an enchanted wood of ancient larchs”35 
and of a “magic world”36), nowadays the dwellers define their valley “the enchanted valley” with a fairytale meaning 
only partially present in the intention of the Austrian writer37.  
 
3.  Robert Musil’s thick narration: a “microhistorical” narrative description? 
Musil composed his novelle Grigia in 192138 revising the notes written in the summer of 1915, as he was based with 
his battalion in Palù del Fersina. In the middle of the story is the valley with its peculiarity, its natural environment, but 
 
24 Szijártó, I. (2002), Four Arguments for Microhistory. Rethinking History, 6:2, 210-211. 
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above all its inhabitants, the Mòcheni, with their history, language and customs. The war, the big historical setting, stay 
instead in the background. 
The Austrian writer offers us a “thick” description of the valley and its population with a literary purpose: he wants “to 
pass on to the reader the deep sense of astonishment he felt during his stay in Palù.”39 
But his precise and concrete description of practices and events of this culture40 which was alien to him shows the 
features of an anthropological and historical narration, which puts for the first time the Mòcheni in the European 
literature and gives them the status of historic subject.  
The young Austrian officer, almost as an ethnographer, makes a sort of “participant observation” of the local people and 
takes notes on his Tagebuch Heft I, the personal diary he keeps in those years (1915-1920)41. Obviously the author 
outlines a literary portrait of the figures when he transfers the data from the diary to the novelle. For him the valley 
dwellers are a constitutive part of the natural environment; Grigia herself, the countrygirl who becomes the writer’s 
lover, is one with her rural world: she is a kind of natural creature of the Valley, or rather she is the Valley, “that 
barbaric place where men and animals, rocks and plants get mixed up in an odd cohesiveness”.42  
However, even though Robert Musil builds a literary work, “Musil’s matter arises from the acknowledgement of a lot of 
features indisputably belonging to the valley.”43 
The author executes microscopic observations of behaviours of the mountaineers: he describes in minute details their 
clogs, the rites of haymaking, the way they get dressed, the manner in which they kiss, their way of life, their curious 
tongue, the popular belief, the outdoor trade by which they live in the winter months; at the same time he sows here and 
there in his writing some literary improprieties to enrich the narration.  
 
But Musil doesn’t forget the occasional role this valley plays in the historic moment they go through: he and his fellow 
soldiers are there in order to make war against the enemy troops and to conquer and possess the country. They represent 
the values of the European civilization, they are the Zivilisation. The author compares them to the natives and draws a 
line of demarcation between the soldiers and the genuine natural world around them. This way the writer portrays the 
decadent European society as dominated by an undying sense of voluptuousness (Wollust) and dissatisfaction that he 
compares to the presumed bluntness of the Mòcheni nature. 
    
25 Pellegrini, G. B. (1979). Il sostrato ed il parastrato neolatino nelle isole linguistiche tedesche del Trentino e nel Veneto. In G.B. Pellegrini, & M. 
Gretter (Eds.), La Valle del Fèrsina e le isole linguistiche di origine tedesca nel Trentino (p. 365). S. Michele all’Adige (TN): Museo degli Usi e 
Costumi della Gente Trentina. 
26 For further informations about the history of German-speaking settlement in the Fersina Valley and in the Eastern Trentino see: Stolz, O. (1927-
1928). Die Ausbreitung des Deutschtums in Südtirol im Lichte der Urkunden. München/Berlin; Rogger, I. (1979). Dati storici sui Mòcheni e i loro 
stanziamenti. In G.B. Pellegrini, & M. Gretter (Eds.), La Valle del Fèrsina e le isole linguistiche di origine tedesca nel Trentino (p.153-173); Wurzer, 
B. (1983). Die deutschen Sprachinseln in Oberitalien. Bozen: Athesia; Mastrelli Anzilotti, G. (1994). Die deutschen Siedlungen im Trentino einst und 
heute. In M. Hornung (Ed.), Die deutschen Sprachinseln in den Südalpen. Mundarten und Volkstum, “Germanistische Linguistik” (p. 81-102). 
Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag; Mirtes, H. (1996). Das Fersental und die Fersentaler. Zur Geographie, Geschichte und Volkskunde einer deutschen 
Sprachinsel im Trentino/Norditalien. Regensburger geographische Schriften, 26. Regensburg: Institut für Geographie.  
27 Tecini, F. (1860). Dissertazione intorno alle popolazioni alpine tedesche nel Tirolo meridionale e nello Stato veneto (p. 33). Trento (my 
translation). 
28 Finsterwalder, K. (1990). Tiroler Ortsnamenkunde: gesammelte Aufsätze und Arbeiten. Innsbruck: Wagner. 
29 Schweizer, B. (2012). Zimbrischer und Fersentalerischer Sprachatlas. Atlante linguistico cimbro e mòcheno (S. Rabanus Ed.). Luserna: Istituto 
Cimbro; Palù del Fersina: Istituto Culturale Mòcheno. 
30 Lorenzi, E. (1930). Toponomastica mochena.Trento: Scotoni. 
31 Gerola, B. (1939). Introduzione allo studio della toponomastica trentina. The studies of his master, G. B. Pellegrini, were anchored to the concept 
of “romanità atesina”, although he acknowledged the specificity of the German linguistic islands like the Fersina Valley: see Pellegrini, G.B. (1923). 
Appunti toponomastici e onomastici sull'oasi tedesca dei mòcheni (Alto perginese, Trentino). Venezia : Reale Deputazione.  
32 Lorenzi, E. (1930) p. 146 (my translation). 
33 Rowley, R. A. (1982). Fersental Wörterbuch. Vocabolario del dialetto tedesco della Valle del Fersina nel Trentino. Hamburg: Buske; (1986). 
Fersental (Val Fersina bei Trient/Oberitalien): Untersuchung einer Sprachinselmundart. Tübingen: Max Niemayer Verlag; (2003). Liacht as de 
sproch: grammatica della lingua mòchena. Grammatik des Deutsch-Fersentalerischen. Palù del Fersina: Istituto Culturale Mòcheno. 
34 Šebesta, G. (1991). Scritti etnografici. S. Michele All’Adige: Museo Usi e Costumi della Gente Trentina; (1988). Saga mochena. Trento: UCT; 
(2006). Fiaba-leggenda dell’alta valle del Fersina e carta d’identità delle figure di fantasia. S. Michele All’Adige: Museo Usi e Costumi della Gente 
Trentina 
35 Musil, R. (1978). Gesammelte Werke (A. Frisé Ed.) (p. 240). Vol . 6. Reinbeck bei Hamburg: Rowohlt („Märchenwald von alten 
Lärchenstämmen“, my translation). 
36 Ibid. p. 241 (“Zauberwelt”, my translation). 
37 “The words composed of zauber ,... appearing in the novelle, keep in German an ambiguity which suggests not only a fabulous world, but just 
because not human, as well demonic and bewitched.” Fontanari, A., & Libardi, M. (Eds.) (2012). Musil en Bersntol. La grande esperienza della 
guerra in Valle dei Mòcheni-Das große Erlebnis des Krieges im Fersental (p. 49-50). Palù del Fersina: Istituto Culturale Mòcheno (my translation).  
38 The final version of Grigia was drawn up between October and the beginning of November 1921; the short story was published for the first time in 
the same year and a second time in 1923; it finally appeared in 1924 in a volume called  Drei Frauen. Novellen, together with the novelles Die 
Portugiesin and Tonka. 
39 Fontanari, A., & Libardi, M. (2012) p. 44 (my  translation). 
40 “To study culture is to interprete the meanings of symbolic systems and to thickly describe the complicated cultural phenomena”. Liu, Fei-Wen 
(2007). Elaborating on Geertz’s ‘Thick Description’: From Text to Reading, Narration, and Performance. Taiwan Journal of Anthropology (p. 53). 5.1 
41 Musil, R. (1983). Tagebücher (A. Frisé Ed.). Reinbeck bei Hamburg: Rohwolt. 
42 Camion, A. (2007). Grigia de Robert Musil: l’écriture de l’ailleurs. Germanica (p. 245). 40. 
43 Fontanari, A., & Libardi, M. (2012) p. 53 (my translation). 
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Naturally enough, Musil’s novelle Grigia has first of all a literary merit, it can not be defined in terms of an 
ethnographic or historical work, at least not in a scientific sense: Robert Musil didn’t want to write a page of Mòcheni 
historiography or anthropology and didn’t make it! 
But it is an undeniable fact that he has passed on to us a series of important pictures of culture, language and history of 
the Mòcheni people, a people who had, until then, no face, no memory, no place in the European scenario. 
Even though the Austrian writer did not aim at this, it is important to keep in mind that in his novelle Grigia and in the 
notes of his diaries he was the first to actually study and make known an ancient people of pioneers and mountaineers. 
The “exceptional normal” life and customs of common people from a marginal country in the huge whole of the 
Habsburg Empire becomes then the focal point of the observations of an able narrator, who makes “parts of time in the 
life of unknown people”44 accessible for interested readers and for historians. In this sense, Musil doesn’t write at all a 
microhistorical work - he couldn’t and wouldn’t make it -; but he provides for the first time materials for the theorists of 
a historic status of a minority linguistic group, as the German-speaking people of the Mòcheni Valley. 
 
In conclusion, Grigia cannot be considered a microhistorical work strictly speaking; the “microhistorical” fragments 
and pictures it contains can be nevertheless regarded as a “portal to the analysis of important questions, a starting point 
for the study of more general problems”45. That is one of the aims of a good microhistoric work, although Musil was not 
a historian, even less a micro-historian. 
In any case, at the beginning of the 20th century his work was an important contribution to the setting up of a 
historiographic model for the Mòcheni community. The last proof in chronological order is the important exhibition 
with its various cultural events that the Bersntoler Kultur Institut of Palù del Fersina has dedicated last summer to the 
famous author and to his work Grigia.  
Also thanks to Musil the Mòcheni people, the inhabitants of the “enchanted valley”, have developed a cultural and 
historic self-representativeness: now they have a history and this history “keeps a human face.”46 
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